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“Fancy should go Forth”:
Conversations between Subject and World in “Mont Blanc” and Beachy Head

In both contemporary Ecocriticism and Romantic studies, the position of the human
subject in relation to their world, and to the historical context of that world, has remained a
contentious issue. Regarding Percy Shelley’s poem Mont Blanc, Frances Ferguson states that
“critics seemed to have agreed on one thing… that it is a poem about the relationship between
the human mind and the external world. After that, the debates begin” (172). These debates
likely arise from the actual absence within the poem of any certain or unified way of thinking
about the relationship between the human subject and the world they exist in. Using a kind of
conversational form, the poem presents a single speaker musing on his observations of both the
Ravine of Arve and Mont Blanc, sometimes reaching a sense of connection with his
environment, but also wavering into uncertainty regarding his ability to understand these
geographical formations. Charlotte Smith’s Beachy Head similarly presents a speaker in
conversation with their world, who through an attentive engagement with her environment
recognizes human activity as part of a broader community. Yet even this sense of certainty is
undercut by subtle anxieties, in part presented through Smith’s footnotes, regarding the speaker’s
ability to understand the true nature and history of her surroundings. Ultimately, while both
poems situate the human individual as always existing within a larger world, their form and
content both evoke a sense of pervasive uncertainty regarding the possibility of understanding
the human subject’s position within that world.
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Beachy Head and Mont Blanc utilize conversational form to create a kind of continual
movement between perceptible elements of their environment. Both poems appear
conversational insofar as they employ unstructured blank verse and relatively casual language.
They also both apostrophize entities within their landscape (notably Beachy Head and Mont
Blanc themselves), allowing their speakers to enter a kind of dialogue with them. Yet the exact
borders of the conversation poem genre are not clear. Regarding Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
“Conversation Poems,” Robert Koelzer suggests that it is as much their “dialogic potential”
(393) as their form that marks them as conversational; specifically, “the sense that speech is both
improvised and provisional, that the course of conversation is subject to chance, or can be
diverted by the unexpected or fortuitous event” (393). In this sense a conversation poem is
defined by a constant movement within the speaker’s own ideas and perspective on their subject,
as their attention is changed and refracted within the immediate moment.
The speaker of “Mont Blanc” engages with his environment in this kind of spontaneous,
interactive manner, recognizing both the movement of the river Arve and the changes to his own
mood that it precipitates: “Dizzy Ravine! And when I gaze on thee / I seem as in a trance sublime
and strange / To muse on my own separate fantasy” (34-36). The external world here appears to
speak back to the speaker, causing him to view himself from a new “sublime and strange”
perspective. This is the first moment in the poem where the lyric “I” appears, allowing the river
to metaphorically move across the border between object and subject. Though the speaker
initially maintains that his mind is “separate” from the world, this dialogue actually leads to a
sense of connectivity between his inward and outward perception, causing the speaker to
meditate on his “human mind, which passively / Now renders and receives fast influencing, /
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Holding an unremitting interchange / With the clear universe of things around” (37-40). The
description of his mind as “passive” grants the external world a kind of agency, allowing it to
communicate information to the speaker in the same way that he communicates with it by
apostrophizing the Ravine of Arve. This use of conversational form contains a kind of ecological
consciousness, insofar as the speaker does not appear as a distant and removed observer, but
rather as always embedded in the moment of contact with the environment. This “interchange”
with the “clear universe of things around” suggests a greater, interconnective world beyond the
individual subject.
The speaker’s description of the Ravine of Arve further figures it as a symbol of
connectivity between entities in the natural world. The speaker addresses it as a “many-coloured,
many-voicèd vale, / Over whose pines, and crags, and caverns sail / Fast cloud shadows and
sunbeams” (13-15). Anne McCarthy tells us that the ravine is “characterized by multiplicity”
(363); that is, the fact that it is “many-coloured” and “many-voiced” suggests that a wide variety
of elements and subjects become conglomerated within a single geographical space. The speaker
lists objects within the landscape in even succession, naming the “pines,” “crags,” “caverns,”
“shadows,” and “sunbeams” without establishing any hierarchy between them. The river itself
becomes a symbol of a constant movement between objects, paralleled with the speaker’s inward
reflections, as “the everlasting universe of things / Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid
waves, / Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom—/ Now lending splendour, where
from secret springs / The source of human thought its tribute brings / Of waters” (1-5). That this
imagined river “flows through the mind” in the same manner that the Arve flows through the
ravine suggests a kind of connection or similitude between the external world and internal world
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of the subject. The presence of “human thought” as a tributary of the “universe of things”
suggests that the human individual is always a part of their world, even if the nature of the world
itself is “secret.” McCarthy tells us that “this opening passage undermines the ability to
distinguish between subject and object… the ‘universe of things’ may be accorded a provisional
priority over the ‘mind’ through which it ‘rolls,’ but both terms are mutually constitutive; it is
never precisely clear where one ends and the other begins” (362). The idea of the mind and
“universe of things” as “mutually constitutive” parallels the image of the Ravine of Arve and the
river, which, though separate, cannot exist independently of each other. Thus Shelley’s speaker
evokes a kind of seamless continuity between objects, figuring the individual subject as always
immersed within an interconnected world beyond themselves.
Beachy Head similarly uses conversational form to create a sense of community and
connection between different elements of the landscape. Smith’s speaker begins the poem by
both centering herself uponm, and addressing, Beachy Head: “On thy stupendous summit, rock
sublime! / That o’er the channel rear’d, half way at sea / The mariner at early morning hails, / I
would recline” (1-4). Placing herself among the cliffs, the speaker begins her meditation already
embedded within the landscape that she observes. Her position is also crucially un-isolated, as
she immediately recognizes the water below her, which evokes for her the countless sailors that
have likely passed through the space that she occupies. From this position the speaker is able to
move her attention seamlessly between different elements of the scene, turning first to the
“emerging, brilliant rays of arrowy light” (15) that come from the horizon, then turning to the
sun, the ocean itself, and finally the “terns, and gulls, and tarrocks” (23) that fly overhead. This
movement of perception creates a sense of simultaneity, as these entities come to occupy the
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same shared sense of space and time. In this perspective human activity is just another aspect of
the already present life of the landscape: “The early moon distinctly rising, throws / her pearly
brilliance on the trembling tide. / The fishermen, who at set seasons pass / Many a league off at
sea their toiling night, / Now hail their comrades, from their daily task / Returning” (98-102).
The abrupt turn from the moon and tide to the fishermen creates a sense of equivalence between
them, figuring human activity as yet another object within a larger shared whole. The return of the
fishermen to their “comrades” specifically mirrors the return of the moon in the evening, as well
as the movements of the tide, creating a deliberate parallel between the activities of human life and
that of non human entities in their environment.
The speaker’s vantage point above the cliffs allows her to connect to the history of the
human and natural world around her. She states, “Contemplation here / High on her throne of
rock, aloof may sit, / and bid recording Memory unfold / Her scroll voluminous” (117-20). The
speaker’s embeddedness within the landscape allows her to read the cliffs like a record of events.
Kevis Goodman suggests that Beachy Head evokes a “complex historical present, one that exists
beyond sense perception, even beyond complete conceptualization, yet paradoxically seeps into
everyday experience” (984). The speaker’s momentary engagement with the landscape thus
becomes a space where all these different temporal moments crystallize together. The speaker
visualizes past invasions of England, seeing “the mailed ranks / Of Normans landing on the
British coast” (131-32). She then directly connects this historic event to present fears of invasion
from Napoleon, stating that England “shalt now undaunted meet a world in arms” (153). These
reminiscences suggest that history parallels itself across time, connecting past and present events
as part of a unified scheme. This idea reappears when the speaker compares a fire lit by local
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labourers to “hostile war-fires flashing to the sky,” (228) directly reevoking past threats of
invasion within the present day. The speaker recognizes natural history as well, finding among
the cliffs “the strange and foreign forms / Of sea-shells; with pale calcareous soil / Mingled, and
seeming of resembling substance” (373-75). Fossils here become symbols of interconnectivity
between things, constituting once-living organisms that have over time reverted to the same
exact “substance” as the cliffs. The speaker’s perceptive movement between these “fossil forms”
(393) and the “remains of men” (402) that lie underneath the landscape suggests that the human
subject themselves is also an integral part of this process of division and reabsorption within the
world.
Yet despite the sense of universal connectivity present in both poems, Mont Blanc and
Beachy Head are still concurrently pervaded with uncertainty regarding the human individual’s
ability to understand their world. The mountain itself in Mont Blanc, which does not appear until
line 61, becomes a symbol of the unreachability of the material world. The third stanza contains
both the appearance of Mont Blanc and the first question mark in the poem: “I look on high; /
has some unknown omnipotence unfurled / The veil of life and death? Or do I lie / in dream?”
(52-56). The image of looking “on high” suggests that the speaker is required to see beyond his
own subject position to see the mountain. Unlike the Ravine of Arve, which engages in a kind of
“interchange” with the human mind, the mountain is “unknown,” a figure of immense power that
compromises the speaker’s certainty of his reality; “far, far above, piercing the infinite sky, /
Mont Blanc appears—still, snowy, and serene” (60-61). The stagnant, “still” nature of the
mountain prevents any interaction between it and the rest of the landscape, as even the other
mountains become figured as its “subject[s]” (62) rather than companions. In a literal sense, the
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image of the mountain ‘piercing the infinite sky” (60) suggests that its summit is obscured by
clouds; yet the invocation of the “infinite” associates the mountain with a kind of immensity too
vast to be comprehended by human mind. The mountain becomes a symbol of the “secret
strength of things,” (139) or the hidden reality of material objects that evades human perception.
The monolithic appearance of Mont Blanc also disrupts the conversational elements of
the poem. When the speaker of Mont Blanc questions the origin of the mountain, he ends his
interrogation with the conclusion that “none can reply—all seems eternal now” (75). Whereas the
continuous movement of the river Arve allows the speaker to reach a semblance of dialogue
between himself and the natural world, the mountain by contrast is distinctly speechless.
Ferguson states, “in the case of Mont Blanc, the interest lies… in the palpable improbability of
looking for anything but silence from the mountain, which is repeatedly seen as the ultimate
example of materiality, of the ‘thingness’ of things” (172). Beyond being completely material,
the mountain is “inaccessible’ (97): “the snows descend / Upon that Mountain; none beholds
them there, / Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun” (131-133). The statement “none
beholds them there” suggests an impersonal, abstract perspective on the mountain, resisting the
earlier embeddedness that the speaker experienced in contact with his landscape. Thus the
mountain’s immensity reinforces a sense of distance between subject and object.
The speaker’s understanding of the human subject’s relation to the world in Beachy Head
is similarly undercut by a sense of uncertainty. As we saw earlier, the speaker suggests that the
history of the external world is readily accessible, in part through the “scroll voluminous” (120)
of memory. Yet Smith consistently accompanies the speaker’s historical accounts with long
explanatory footnotes. Scholars have often interpreted these notes as declarations of Smith’s
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personal knowledge, what Jacqueline M. Labbe calls “a manifesto of female intellectual
capability” (144). Yet they concurrently suggest a kind of anxious desire to explain or justify a
world that should be already readily accessible. Insofar as the notes present Smith’s voice as the
poet herself, speaking in a detached and scientific manner, they create a kind of fracture within
the selfhood of the speaker. Labbe suggests that separating the speaker of the poem from the
speaker of the notes “allow[s] her poem to convey information descriptively (by using, for
instance, the common names of flowers) while reserving a more informative, factual,
authoritative voice for the notes” (144). Yet insofar as the poem switches to an “authoritative”
voice in the notes, it also moves away from the spontaneous and embedded engagement with the
world that is presented by the conversational speaker. Thus Smith is required to step away from
the world in order to understand it, reestablishing a kind of distance between the human subject
and their environment.
The speaker’s attempts to understand the origin of the world around her support this
sense of profound insecurity. Regarding the aforementioned fossils, the speaker asks, “Does
Nature then / Mimic, in wanton mood, fantastic shapes / Of bivalves, and inwreathed volutes,
that cling / To the dark sea-rock of the wat’ry world? / Or did this range of chalky mountains,
once / Form a vast basin, where the Ocean waves / Swell’d fathomless?” (378-84). Here the
speaker entertains two possible explanations for the presence of the fossils, but finds neither
satisfactory. Their presence far above the water challenges the speaker’s understanding of the
natural world, causing her to question if Nature can be “wanton,” or chaotic, in sharp contrast to
the previous ordered physical and historical parallels of the poem. The speaker further figures the
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“wat’ry world” as something “dark” and “fathomless,” echoing the descriptions of the mountain
in Mont Blanc, suggesting that this part of the world is somehow beyond the earlier connectivity
found in the perceivable landscape. She concludes that “very vain is Science’ proudest boast, /
And but a little light its flame yet lends / To its most ardent votaries” (390-92). While this
statement can be interpreted as a dismissal of masculine scientific authority, it concurrently
suggests that humankind in general is somehow incapable of shedding “light” on some mysteries
of the world. While the speaker remains a part of the world that she observes, she appears
concurrently uncertain regarding her place within this environment.
Thus the world as it appears in Mont Blanc and Beachy Head remains something both
completely familiar and completely alien to the human subject. Though seemingly pessimistic,
these poems’ perspectives on their speakers’ environments marks them as relatively prescient
anticipations of contemporary ecological thinking. Timothy Morton tells us that “if ecology
without nature has taught us anything, it is that there is a need to acknowledge irreducible
otherness, whether in poetics, ethics, or politics” (151). One of Morton’s main ideas across his
book Ecology Without Nature is that common ways of thinking about the world around us,
especially in literature, have had the effect of displacing the world itself in favor of fictionalized
constructs. The concept of “nature” itself is one of these constructs for Morton, constituting a
kind of fantasy of a natural world that is ordered and intelligible to the human subject. Morton
suggests that, in order to treat our environment ethically, and to have a genuine relationship to it,
we are required to acknowledge the fact that it is in some ways completely beyond our
understanding. He states, “at a moment such as ours, radical ecomimesis can only honestly
appear as sheer negativity” (150). The term “ecomimesis” that Morton uses here refers to art that
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attempts to represent our environment, which he believes must acknowledge the distance that
always exists between the subject and the world that they perceive. Yet Morton maintains that
we must also possess a sense of love and acceptance towards our world, to engage in a process of
“falling in love with your world” (159). The conclusion that Morton presents appears to be that
we must maintain a positive, emotive relationship towards our world, while concurrently keeping
a sense of distance from it. This becomes problematic when we consider the tension inherent in
the idea of loving something that we do not know; specifically, we are required to ask, how is it
possible to love the world if we cannot ever get close to understanding its real existence? This
has become a persistent question of contemporary ecocriticism.
Mont Blanc and Beachy Head both provide possible models for understanding how we
can come to connect with our world within the context of its unknowability. Some scholars have
argued that the kind of love of the unknown described by Morton appears in Mont Blanc.
Ferguson claims that “[i]n Mont Blanc Shelley falls in love with a ravine, a river, and a mountain
not because of the nature of those objects but because of his own, his human mind, which cannot
imagine itself as a genuinely independent, isolated existence” (177). She suggests that the
speaker achieves this love relationship by viewing the mountain as an aesthetic object,
specifically an example of the sublime, which “annex[es] all that is material to the human by
appropriating it for aesthetics” (183). Shelley’s speaker tells us that “the wilderness has a
mysterious tongue / Which teaches awful doubt, or faith so mild, / So solemn, so serene, that
man may be / But for such faith with nature reconciled” (76-79). Here the mountain becomes a
kind of aesthetic monument, which through its immensity can both instill faith in “nature” and
“repeal / Large codes of fraud and woe” (80-81) in the human world. In this sense the
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unreachability of the mountain becomes the very thing that the speaker loves about the mountain,
specifically that it is “mysterious,” “solemn,” and “serene.” Yet even as the speaker professes
this relationship, he becomes concerned over his ability to engage with the object in itself, or to
reach the “secret strength of things” (139). The speaker’s claim that “none beholds” (132) the
snowfall that falls on Mont Blanc suggests a sense of anxiety over the distance between the
aesthetic version of the mountain that he perceives and the actual reality of it. The process of
“appropriating” the mountain for aesthetics that Ferguson describes inevitably leads the speaker
towards a sense of solipsism, as he asks, “what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea, / If to the
human mind’s imaginings / Silence and solitude were vacancy?” (142-45). That the speaker is
capable of imagining the world that he is attached to as being only a product of his perception
suggests that his love relationship is not really directed in a genuine way towards the other.
Beachy Head provides a far more convincing foundation for a kind of love-relationship
between individual and world. Unlike the speaker of Mont Blanc, the speaker of Beachy Head
puts forward an ideal vision of the world as completely accessible, even as she concurrently
recognizes that this ideal is itself imagined. In order to conceive of the creation of the British
Isles, the speaker suggests that “Fancy should go forth, / And represent the strange and awful
hour / Of vast concussion” (4-6). Recognizing the presence of a rift between her and the history
of the world, the speaker uses the physically connective image of sending forth “Fancy,” or her
imaginative faculties, to bridge the gap. This term reappears when the speaker describes the
Wordsworthian poet figure that appears in the middle of poem, for whom “it seem’d as if young
Hope / Her flattering pencil gave to Fancy’s hand” (556-57). The result of his having embraced
“Hope” and “Fancy” is that he can experience a complete sense of at-home-ness in the world; the
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speaker states, “Summer woods / Wave over him, and whisper as they wave, / some future
blessings he may yet enjoy” (656-58). This language specifically figures the natural world as a
conscientious companion and supporter of this man, in contrast to the descriptions of the natural
world as a kind of adversary or stranger that appear in Mont Blanc. The poem thus turns away
from rational examination of the world as a method of coming to understand one’s place within
it. The speaker contrasts scientific concerns over the origin of fossils with the manner in which a
labourer might enggae with their world: “to his daily task the peasant goes, / Unheeding such
inquiry; with no care / but that the kindly change of sun and shower, / Fit for his toil the earth he
cultivates” (395-98). Rather than attempting to quantify the natural phenomenon of the seasons,
the peasant chooses to think of the natural world as his benefactor. By existing imaginatively
within the world, the poem suggests, the peasant somehow comes to a truer sense of his place
within it than the speculative speaker of Mont Blanc.
Thus, examining Beachy Head and Mont Blanc together points out for us a possible way
of thinking through the human subject’s existence within the world. Both poems recognize that
the human is ultimately a part of their world, but also suggest that a complete knowledge of that
world is never attainable. It is valuable, in order to reach a proper ecological consciousness, to
struggle with our understanding of the world in the manner of Shelley’s speaker; yet such an
attempt to see into “the secret strength of things” (139) may cause us to turn away from the
world, and thus from ourselves, as a complete stranger. Contemporary Ecocriticism tends to
dismiss this kind of imagination-based approach to ecology; Timothy Morton claims that to
attempt to “re-enchant” the world is “to use the aesthetic as an anesthetic” (10). Yet it is unclear
that there is a better way than this to come to love our environment, especially since, as Mont
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Blanc shows us, attempting to love an object for its inability to be known can also lead to a
displacement of the object itself. Thus, so long as we maintain our awareness that the world is
not really as we see it, we are permitted, even obligated, to use our imagination to bridge the rift
between us and our environment.
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